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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to reflect on the service quality transformation opportunities currently offered to rural areas of 
ASEAN through innovative approaches in training and through widespread use of internet support. More than half of the 
population of ASEAN lives in rural areas, which have long been marginalized and left at the periphery of the recent economic 
development of the region. Despite multiple programmes and policies aimed at fostering tourism development opportunities, the 
gap remains between the tourism potential of the rural areas and the lack of service management expertise. Capacity building is  
seen as a crucial step towards the development of a trained labour force. This study explores different tourism capacity building 
cases across the ASEAN region. It reviews how innovative approaches have managed to connect the local community needs with 
the global tourism expectations. It analyses secondary data from three cases in Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia, looking at the 
relationship between the community, the capacity building process and the impact on tourism in the local area. The findings show 
contrasted results that nevertheless share common patterns where innovat ion has enabled participation and positive service 
involvement towards tourism. The paper argues for an integration of tourism service management capacity within a wider set of 
competences which actually empower the community while paradoxically providing higher satisfaction. This study refers to 
innovative practices initiated by specific community training projects that enhance socio-economic development of the 
community and appropriate positively tourism and build entrepreneurs. The results of this reflection and comparison provide 
researchers and practitioners, a matrix of initiatives that could be extended to other rural areas of the ASEAN region. 
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1. Introduction 
 
More than 600 million people live in ASEAN, a region with heterogeneous political, economic and socio -
cultural differences constituted by Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia , Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, The Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. The rural areas of ASEAN comprise 64% of the population, and concentrate 
higher rates of poverty than the fast industrializing and developing urban areas. The incidence of povert y in rural 
areas is 62% h igher than in cit ies (ASEAN Secretariat, 2009). Rural communities are by nature excluded from the 
fast urban development, and face a relative decrease in human resources and capacity building opportunities that can 
be regarded as brain-drain in extreme cases. The underdevelopment of rural areas is nevertheless perceived as a 
potential fo r touris m due to largely untouched natural resources and scenic rural communities that offer beauty, 
peace, and tranquillity. Since the 1990s , the nations of the ASEAN have been emphasizing the ro le of touris m for 
regional economic development. Tourism has been seen as a solution, providing employment due to  its labour 
intensive nature. The vulnerability of ASEAN rural spaces can be associated with th e lack of skilled labour force, a  
trend that has become more serious and steady across most industry sectors (Magnusson & Alasia, 2004). Rural 
communit ies often lack the expertise and talent to move away from the cycle of poverty and traditional agriculture-
based economy despite the widespread understanding of the potential of tourism development. The rural 
destination’s quality of product and service, and local communities’ attitude is often considered not matching the 
expectations from tourists and the community. There is a correlat ion between touris m growth and degree of 
innovation (Nordin, 2003). Innovation and tourism service development in rural areas are strongly associated in 
human capability development and capacity building.  Capacity building is seen as a crucial step towards the local 
development. This study aims to compare different touris m service and rural community innovation cases in the 
ASEAN reg ion. It rev iews how innovative approaches placing capacity building at the centre of their p rojec t have 
managed to connect the local community needs with the global tourism expectations . 
 
2. Literature review 
 
2.1 Tourism service quality in rural areas 
 
Rural touris m is engaged with various forms of activit ies based on preservation of cultural and natural 
environment of local communities enabling orig inal experiences for the tourists during their stay (Epler Wood, 
2002). Rural touris m is generally connoted to the idea of rusticity and authenticity, largely depending on natural 
environment, arts, heritage and tradition of agrarian societies . It is considered to bring economic benefits to the local 
communit ies as well as enhancing the touris t experience by its opportunities of interaction between local 
communit ies and tourists (Aref & Gill, 2009; Khound, 2013). Tourism in s mall rural areas of ASEAN is perceived 
as a well-suited tool for poverty alleviation, in often isolated, marginal or peripheral communities, whose assets are 
natural scenery and preserved cultural elements, as well as a supply of labour force. Tourism, being labour intensive 
where consumption occurs normally at  the point of production, can capitalize on these few assets (Lo  & Lai, 2003). 
However touris m development requires also a huge amount of investment of time, skills, and money to sustain the 
social and economic environment. The demand has also become more sophisticated, more flexible and selective in  
relation to different elements of touris m supply, service quality, price  and others (Cejvanovic, Duric & Vujic, 2009). 
This is the case also in  the rural areas, despite a limited literature on the rural areas touris m service quality. The 
assumption remains that Community-based Tourism (CBT) has to provide a rustic and basic service as a guarantee 
of authenticity. As the interest in tourism is increasingly growing, and issues are getting more problemat ic, 
alternative fo rms of tourism were developed with primary  concern on community involvement. Smith and 
Eadington (1992) consider rural touris m as part  of alternative practices that include ‘forms of tourism that are 
consistent with natural, social and community values and which allow both hosts and guests to enjoy positive and 
worthwhile interaction and shared experiences’. These philosophies include ecotourism, pro-poor touris m, 
community-based tourism, responsible tourism and agro-rural/farm tourism but none of these have a significant role 
in the community transformation in which would change deeply the service quality. It  is well-accepted that the level 
of service quality plays a capital role on visitors’ satisfaction and their intention to revisit the destination  (Tzetzis, 
Alexandris, & Kapsampeli, 2014). Maintaining the quality standards is one of the most important criteria of 
customer satisfaction (Said, Shuib, Ayob & Yaakob, 2013) and loyalty in the current competitive environment. The 
failure to offer and deliver such expectation leads to poor performance in the touris m service industry. In contrast, 
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exceptional service quality  is a source of d ifferentiation  and competitive advantage (Mcquilken, Breth and Shaw, 
2000). Service quality, price, environment and  personal differences all in fluence tourist satisfaction. Service quality 
and tourist satisfaction studies using model like SERVQUAL are numerous in urban and resort type configuration, 
which is not replicab le in rural community due to the wide characteristics divergences within the touris m offer 
(Ladhari, 2008). Research on the relationship between tourism service quality and rural community development in 
ASEAN is limited as most rural tourism studies have concentrated on the countryside resorts and parks tourism (Liu, 
2004; Said et al., 2013). The relationship between the tourist expectation of authenticity, cultural encounters and 
meaningful experience and the host community are elements important to the CBT dimension that need to be 
analysed. They set a different panel of criteria of service quality assessment within this d imension. There is a strong 
need to determine v isitor expectation levels prior to the tourism experience, and whether performance actually  lives 
up to these expectations. The community attitude in the case of rural tourism is heightened since the overall 
experience will be derived from the much expected contacts with the community. Rural touris m, by nature, values 
human connection, and this aspect of the tourism service can’t  be ignored or downplayed  in the relat ionship between 
innovation and service in rural tourism.  
 
2.2 Innovation and rural communities 
 
The OECD (2006) defines Innovation as “a process of creating new value … geared first towards customers, as 
the main arbiters of business competitiveness, but one that can also involve other stakeholders as major 
beneficiaries, such as the organization itself (employees), shareholders (profitability), external partners…”. 
Innovation is considered essential for destinations to remain relevant and competit ive.  The factors affecting rural 
community innovation in relat ionship to tourism can be identified around eight main areas (1 to 8). The innovation 
capability of touris m sector, made mostly of SMEs is smaller than other sectors, and rural communities have an 
aggravating weakness due to their Connectivity Deficit (1) (Ronningen, 2010). Most of research on innovation in  
tourism has focused on the (2) Governance and policy aspects, the involvement in appropriate policies may  improve 
the innovation capability of the community (Otmazging & Ben -Ari, 2013). Community innovation depends also on 
factors such as Business values (3) that include Risk taking, Entrepreneurial spirit, cooperative approach; Business 
Management (4) like Financial planning, innovation performance measurement, record -keeping; and People  
Engagement (5) that includes  Service mindset, Guest orientation, and Community orientation, in which social 
networks like Trip Advisor are innovatively used (Matilaineni, Weiss, Sarvasova, Feliciano, & Nastase, 2009;  
Raffai, 2013). Access to Knowledge and information (6) and Systems understanding (7) are decisive for destination 
innovativeness. They include market comprehension, knowledge of international practices, ab ility to choose the 
target group, stakeholders’ relationship, and  use of ICT (Hjalager, 2010; Weidenfeld, Williams, & Butler, 2010;  
Williams  & Shaw, 2011). That can be applied to part icipating in associative networks, applying fo r lodging 
standards, and membership in quality labels. The last factor, which is central to this paper but yet connected to the 
others, is Training & competences (8). Lifelong learn ing, acquisition of transferable skills, innovation in pedagogy 
and integrated education leads to community innovation (Begum, 2003;  Ronningen, 2010). NGOs are particularly  
active in th is aspect, with the objectives being on service delivery, empowering people through raising their 
consciousness or building their capacity, support to other civil society groups to bring about a desired change in  the 
community in  Asian countries (Lo, & Lai, 2003). Nevertheless, rural communities face multiple challenges; such as 
inadequate educational and development policies, lack of in frastructure or difficu lty of access, lack of skilled  
manpower caused by out-migration. Korsching and Allen (2004) indicated that many rural communities  are 
struggling to maintain their economic and social vigour; fewer still are experiencing any type of growth or 
development. This creates a vicious cycle of underdevelopment and hopelessness. Studies in rural areas of Thailand 
have shown that people in co mmunities lacked self-confidence and the capacity to maintain and develop their own 
abilities and skills (Pantasen, 2007). The challenge remains to use tourism as a comprehensive strategy for poverty 
reduction and recovery of community confidence, for local economic development (Otmazging & Ben-Ari, 2013). 
They ability to introduce innovative techniques and practices through education and knowledge creation is 
becoming essential in world where ideas and information flows freely. 
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2.3 Innovation and knowledge creation 
 
Knowledge creat ion is superior and affects the perception of a p roduct or a destination when a cooperation 
process amongst stakeholders has been in place. Sundbo (2009) states its importance in mult iplying the effect on the 
experience economy and the overall destination. The same results seem likely to apply for a community, in which  
cooperation with other communities sharing similar issues and responses to them could be established. It is 
necessary to make a community involved in tourism familiar with the relevant standards, quality labels and other 
requirements necessary to create service quality tourism (W illiams & Shaw, 2011). The process of innovation and 
transfer of knowledge in the tourism sector is  complex due to the multiple systems connecting it to power. Fazekas  
and Field (2013) emphasize on the role of knowledge as a key factors of development. They argue that the lack of 
informat ion on technological and market condit ions as well as hypothetic communication failures and a deficit of 
skilled workforce can all hinder the innovation process. Goldin (1999) asserts that education and training of a 
population is an essential ingredient to  realize productivity and economic g rowth. But the approach to touris m 
education and training in the policy level has often been altered by large-scale and capital-intensive types of 
developments that predominate in touris m plans  such as resorts. The resulting competition for jobs in tourism 
presents a major challenge, hence the question for this study, on how to improve touris m services with innovative 
approaches for resilient rural communit ies of ASEAN. The aim is to bring out the innovative service quality from a 
rural community perspective.  
 
3. Methodology 
 
This study adopts an interpretative and descriptive perspective for studying the relationship between the 
community, the capacity build ing process and the impact on tourism in the local area. A  case study approach has 
been chosen as it is  considered to be an appropriate research strategy to investigate phenomena within  their real-life 
context, especially when the boundaries between the phenomena and the context  are not clearly ev ident (Yin  2003), 
like typical when investigating community-based problems and innovation (Gulsecen & Kubat, 2006). Case studies 
can be descriptive, exp lanatory or exp loratory in their nature (Yin 2003). The study uses a multiple case studies 
approach which might help to strengthen the findings from the entire study; with replicat ions and contrasting 
comparisons. The innovation cases are designed from rural community sites in three countries: Kok Kheng 
(Thailand), Bario (Malaysia), and Badung (Indonesia). These communities were chosen for being peripheral, away  
from the direct in fluence of metropolitan areas, and for being already identified as actively engaged in Community 
development and in Community-based Tourism (CBT). The data used comes from secondary sources (websites, 
newspapers, social media, and government documents). The case studies have been collected by the co-authors of 
the article by using joint semi-structured thematic interview guideline, which allowed flexib le conversations to take 
place still ensuring that all the main issues were discussed (Patton 2002). The themes were chosen to cover the 
critical aspects relating to networks of the communities and tourism, especially focusing on stakeholders and their 
management. The data was analysed by using analyst-constructing typologies  from which categories were formed  
(Patton 2002). Each selected case represents a different form of innovative init iative focusing on capacity-building 
supporting a rural community socio-economic development. Common to all cases are ASEAN community 
stakeholder groups without whose support the activities could not have b een established or maintained. Each rural 
case presents differences in the innovation carriers, stakeholders’ relationships and in the proposed innovative 
solutions. It is important to contextualize the innovative concept applied for the rural development . The notion of 
resilient community development is common while seeking development through the enhancement of tourism 
services. 
 
4. Findings  
The findings show contrasted results despite shared commonalit ies. Innovation has enabled community 
participation and positive involvement towards tourism service. The cases were analysed based on 3 characteristics, 
which were emerged from the data to represent the typical innovation process, the factors of innovativeness and the 
stakeholders’ relationship between the innovation carrier and the stakeholders.  Innovative solutions were found in 
all cases, even though the cases represented different activities in different institutional settings.  
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4.1.  Carriers of innovation and factors of innovativeness 
 
Identifying the carriers of innovation in each case was a preliminary condition to assess the process of change 
although the stakeholders vary and the place in which innovation happens varies too.  
 
x Khok Kheng, Buriram, Thailand , is situated the North-east of Thailand (Isan), in the impoverished Buriram 
province, 410 km from Bangkok. 10,000 people live in Khok Kheng‘s 16 villages. The Mechai Bamboo School 
project, in itiated by a Thai Hotelier and Philanthropist.  More than 500 students from the communit y attend a 
non-formal education. The school is intended to be the village centre  with multiple activities . 
x Badung, Bali, Indonesia is located along the Ayung River, about 20 km north of Denpasar. The Green School 
was founded by a NGO in 2008 in the exceptional cultural and natural environment of rural Bali to educate 
youths of the world about sustainable development  and tourism. It is a  private kindergarten to high  school with 
90 international and 30 local students and a tailor-made campus that is not inside the village life.  
x Bario, Kelabit Highlands, Sarawak, Malaysia  is situated at an altitude of about 1,100m a.s.l. in the Kelabit  
Highlands of Sarawak, in Borneo. Bario, is an agriculture based community (rice, p ineapples) which has 
attempted various home grown innovative approaches to develop their community as a tourist destination . In 
Bario, the cooperation of the community stakeholders’ is the principal carrier of innovation, not education.  
 
In both Khok Kheng and Badung, the innovation carrier is an innovative school that de rives from the pro ject of 
an NGO that doesn’t seek direct profit from the activit ies. All receive financial support by NGO donors and self-
sustainable activities , and rely on volunteers for train ing and support activities. A ll three cases consider tourism as a 
potential, and the service quality train ing is closely related to the more general education goals that include basic 
management skills, language skills and basics of tourism management skills. All cases rely on volunteers and NGOs 
to carry innovation. They all insist on serving the community’s interests and help to develop tools for the members 
to compete and remain  relevant. In  every case, the eight factors of innovation are reflected by a wide understanding 
of training and education. In Bario, the values of cooperation are placed forward, with multip le association 
initiat ives. The access to informat ion is stressed with the ICT network and reliance on internet for informat ion on 
tourism, price of products, comparat ive studies and understanding of global issues. In Khok Kheng, s tudents decide 
their learning hours, elect their teacher and learn  through problem-based projects. The contents combine practical 
skills with general knowledge. Agriculture skills are valued, in an almost self-sustainable way, using latest know-
how in  water conservation, recycling, and relying on the internet to follow the needs and technologies from external 
markets. Touris m and service skills are developed especially in transferable manner. The integration of mult iple 
innovation factors by the carrier of innovation allows spillovers that benefit the community with business, 
communication and people’s skills in all three cases. 
Table 1. Factors influencing rural community and service innovation 
Factor  Examples from the cases studies 
1-  Connectivity deficit Turned into an advantage, as part of the “authentic rural experience”. Communities are getting experts 
volunteers and develop best practices which increase Inovation capability 
2- Governance  Khok Kheng has gained recognition as pilot NGO projects in Education in Thailand, Involvement of 
community enhances innovation (all cases) 
3- Access to knowledge Information and Knowledge are decisive. visitors to the projects allow market comprehension and 
enhancement of offer 
4- Training, competence  Lifelong learning, acquisition of transferable skills, Direct application of learning, learning shared across 
(intergenerational in Khok Kheng and Bario) Women empowerment (Bario). Internship in Phuket 
5- Systems understanding Stakeholders’  relationship, Use of ICT (all cases) to communicate and  
6- Business values  Development of confidence through training, education in Decision making, Risk taking, and 
Entrepreneurial  
7- Business management   Financial planning, innovation performance measurement, keeping of guest records 
8 - People Engagement Service mindset, Guest orientation and cooperation amongst community members. in all cases innovate in 
service standards (Trip Advisor) Increased democratic values through the innovation carrier 
 
Khok Kheng and Bario pro jects insist on democratic values, lifelong learning and transferable skills. The 
curriculum is adapted to the local practical needs without sacrificing personal intellectual development. Khok Kheng, 
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is significant in applying non-formal education, and placing emphasis on innovative pedagogy including 
democratizat ion, equality, community cit izenship, and empathy as keys to becoming responsible and independent 
citizens. The school is a lifelong Learning Centre and a hub for Socia l and Economic Advancement, for students, 
their families and the entire community. The social cooperation is activated in integration with skills that can be 
used in hospitality and tourism sector as one of the alternative means for people mostly involved in farming. Themes 
of global citizenry and rootedness in the community are at the centre of the Badung project. The agenda of natural, 
holistic and student-centred is brought by a team of international experts in their field (tourism development, green 
practices, forestry, recycling). Similarly with Kok Kheng, the school was built in innovative ways using a cutting -
edge technology and traditional materials and methods. The project has gained global media  and tourists’ attention, 
and attracts students and tourists from Europe and America because of their innovative concept of education into 
different environment, precisely focusing on the sustainability practices a mult iple scales. The relationship between 
stakeholders generates various innovative solutions.  
 
4.2.  Stakeholders relationship  and  innovative solutions for tourism services 
 
The stakeholders’ relationship is articulated under an ideal cooperation model that fits appropriately in the 
context of close-knit rural communit ies. A cooperation model linking all stakeholders is harder to establish in 
complex and vast urban areas. The cooperation of tourism stakeholders , seen as key for destination success, was 
analysed by using cross sectoral and networks cooperation analysis at different hierarchical scales. In Kok Kheng 
and Bario  the role of community-based–strategy is highlighted. Small ru ral communit ies  imply  an important 
reliance on informal relationships, which are based on verbal informal agreements or interpretations of discussions 
in place of the written contract that typifies formal relat ionships. Bario seems to be the most significant case of a 
bottom-up approach to community development-strategy, despite the absence of a major innovation carrier. The 
rural community favours the verbal agreement , the ’word’ instead of a contract to assert trust between members. 
Also the role of personal relationships with the stakeholder group representatives is big. The community, under the 
representation by its pillars, keeps the control of the innovation. In  Kok Kheng, the school is at the centre of the 
community project and the social life revolves around it. In some aspects the school has replaced the legitimacy of 
the local community heads, but the change in the social contract is massively accepted and embraced by the 
population, since the school is serving an integrative social role.  
Table 2. Innovative initiatives and community and tourism service solutions 
 Innovative initiative Community  Tourism Service   
Kok Kheng 
Community-
centred 
education 
School innovative  design  
Non-formal education  
Democratic principles  
ICT and PBL education 
School , centre of the social life 
Farming, quality of life knowledge, 
local employment 
access to online markets, e-commerce 
Training in language and business skills- 
Voluntourism, Project has become a 
destination 
Training in NGO hotel property in Phuket 
Badung  
Glocal 
education 
School innovative  design  
Integrative  pedagogy  
entrepreneurship building 
Global engagement  
Global awareness 
Sustainability awareness 
Practical business learning  ICT 
Indirectly benefit community. 
Voluntourism Project has become a 
destination 
Upgraded tourism offer 
Growth of tourism , global publicity   
Risk of saturation  
Bario 
Cooperative 
local network 
Community  Cooperation 
Relationship building approach 
Standards 
Tourism engagement 
Cooperative activities in long houses 
Women Empowerment Excellence 
Award  for students with good academic 
results, Community FM radio 
Language skills and service skills 
Volunteerism, Project has become a 
destination 
Upgraded tourism offer 
 
In Badung the stakeholders’ management towards innovation navigates between the resort to global issues of 
sustainable tourism development brought by the project init iators, and the international students and the local 
community development needs and values . The project is mostly “glocal” in educating global youth to sustainable 
practices while being anchor in  as significant local setting of Bali that seems to ep itomize all the issues faced by 
rural communit ies’ cultural and social p reservation in ASEAN. The community benefits indirectly  from the project, 
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in terms of informat ion, train ing and best practices, but is dependent on outsiders’ choices, despite the constant 
engagement brought by the school management team. By recognizing the local stakeholder group holding important 
resource at least partly as a partner the local acceptance within community were improved.   
The three sites show differences in their solutions brought to the community by the carrier of innovation. In Kok 
Kheng and Badung, the schools are piloting innovation and institutionalize it  in  the community. Bario brings a more 
disseminated innovative approach, and the close stakeholders’ management is essential to support the cooperation 
model. In all three cases, innovation has enabled participation and positive service involvement towards tourism. 
The innovation brought by the carriers shows an abundance of general level values like “community 
empowerment”, “lifelong education”, “citizenship” and “sustainable tourism knowledge” used as arguments for 
innovation implementation. Regard less  of the innovation process carrier agenda this strategy is used especially  in  
managing local and regional stakeholder groups and maintaining the sustainability of the activit ies within the 
community. The innovation carrier helps to place the community on the “tourist map radar” and stimulates a 
controlled tourism growth approved by a majority of the residents. This is a dynamic process and the statement is 
likely to evolve over the years as per the “benefit to the community”. Nevertheless, most of the changes are 
channelled through the innovation carrier. It seems more relevant for their approaches for the diffusion of innovation 
for sustainable rural development and the potential manpower required by the service industry. The education 
innovation focuses on developing values of citizenship, social engagement, participation, responsible community 
through activities developing physical, mental, business and social skills. Although the cases represent different 
institutional settings and tourism act ivities environment, in all cases the role of informal, local level cooperation is 
vital for the sustainable innovation activities in the community tourism sector. The results highlight the role of 
cooperation networks in community-based innovation process. As noticed in social exchange theory, the 
cooperation and good relation with all stakeholders is precious to avoid resentment from those not involved in the 
activity. This is not very surprising, but it expresses the need for further study in the power relationship in rural 
communit ies. In summary, we argue for an integration of touris m service capacity within a wider set of competences 
which actually empower the community while providing higher tourist satisfaction. 
 
5. Conclusion 
The present study contributes to a reflect ion on innovative approaches in rural areas of ASEAN analysing best 
practices. In the context of rural areas, the pivotal aspect for improved service quality lies in capacity deve lopment 
practices that benefit the village. Despite differences of context the cases studied show alternative option of how 
innovation can be developed in rural areas, for the people, by the people. It includes employability and 
entrepreneurship skills lin ked to tourism businesses. It shows that in all cases, strategies are used for managing the 
cooperation with different stakeholders. The community is empowered  by involvement with mobility exposure, 
business and community activities relying on ICT as tool of informat ion access and dissemination. The cases show 
that carriers of innovation emphasise on non-formal education, seen as an appropriate comprehensive strategy that 
can fulfil the needs of rural communities, providing lifelong learning skills, which can be transferred to the tourism 
service and producing global/local citizens . These cases have generated a flow of visitors to the sites, interested in 
participating in the project, by volunteering or simply visiting the place with enhanced service quality . With the 
knowledge of tourism services, consumer expectations, awareness in the local resources, these skills enhance the 
pre-visit and post-visit tourist experience and ultimately the overall rural destination experience and loyalty. These 
cases have shown that innovative activities at the community-level were crucial for durable results. They allow the 
residents to live and work in the community with dignity, and not having to resolve to migrate to urban areas. These 
innovative initiatives could be extended to other rural areas of the ASEAN region for similar implementation. 
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